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Norman Bluhm
Chicago 1;91–1;;; East Wallingford, Vermont

Untitled, 
Oil paint and opaque watercolor, 943/8 × 1;¼ in. 
(?1.; × 48.; cm)
9A1;.1:9

Norman Bluhm was part of the second 
generation of Abstract Expressionists and 
continued to practice a gestural style at 
a time when post-painterly abstraction, 
Pop art, and Minimalism were dominat-
ing the gallery scene. Bluhm’s delayed 
arrival at Action painting, which he 
adopted in the late 1;:As, can partly be 
attributed to the time that he spent in 
Paris between 1;4. and 1;:?. It was there 
that he encountered Joan Mitchell and 
Sam Francis and very likely Brst met 
John Ashbery, who lived in the French 
capital between 1;:: and 1;?:. In his art 
criticism, Ashbery expressed apprecia-
tion for the way that Bluhm and other 
Paris-based American painters were less 
concerned with following trends.1

After Bluhm returned to the United 
States and settled in New York in the 
late 1;:As, he transitioned away from 
allover compositions inspired by Joan 
Mitchell and started working in the 
manner of this untitled painting. 
InCuenced by the gestural approach of 
Franz Kline, Bluhm began to employ 
overlapping brushstrokes, often 
orienting them in opposing directions. 
He regularly used black and white 
pigments for the larger sweeping marks 
but also incorporated primary and 
secondary colors in his works, such as 
the blue and yellow seen here, leaving 
an open space at the intersection.9 

When writing on Bluhm in the mid- 
1;?As, Ashbery praised the “pungent 
color harmonies” and “new architec-
tural dimension” that the painter had 
introduced earlier that decade.D 

Bluhm’s attention to chance ele-
ments in his paintings from the 1;?As  
is a quality also found in the poetry of 
his friends Frank O’Hara, Bill Berkson, 
and Paul Aster, who traveled in the  
same literary circles as Ashbery. Bluhm  
often collaborated with writers on 
poem-paintings that used the immediacy 
of his gestural style as a basis for texts 
that favored the present tense. To this 
end, Bluhm made evident his manipula-
tion of the paper in the drying process by 
placing it at an angle, rather than laying 
it Cat. Over the course of many layers, 
this practice led to the formation of verti-
cally oriented drips. This untitled work 
and others like it from the early 1;?As 
represent a point in Bluhm’s career that 
has endured in retrospective analyses of 
late Abstract Expressionism, despite the 
fact that they were hardly exhibited in 
galleries at the time of their making.4

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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Francesco Clemente
b. 1;:9, Naples, Italy

Untitled, &
Watercolor, 18 × 94 in. (4:.. × ?1 cm)
9A1;.1::

Since he began his career in Italy in the 
1;.As, Francesco Clemente’s paintings 
have exhibited a host of transcultural 
inCuences, sourced from Indian, 
Caribbean, and Brazilian traditions. 
He moved to New York City in the 
1;8As and, along with Sandro Chia and 
Enzo Cucchi, became afBliated with 
Transavanguardia (literally, “beyond 
the avant-garde”), a Bgurative Neo-
Expressionist movement characterized 
by an intentionally enigmatic use 
of mythic tropes. Speaking to John 
Ashbery for Interview Magazine in 1;88, 
Clemente explained the importance of 
repetition and symbolism in his process, 
describing his work as a “continuous 
proliferation of images.”1

Between 9AA? and 9AA8, when 
Clemente made this untitled painting, 
he was spending long periods of time  
in Rio de Janeiro and Bahia, where he 
developed an interest in ritual perfor-
mances and objects derived from 
Candomblé, a syncretic religion that 
combines Yoruba deities with Catholic 
iconography.9 To evoke the intangible 
spiritual power of Candomblé ritual, 
Clemente exploited watercolor’s 
capacity to dissolve or annihilate itself, 
allowing the pigment to pool and leave 
behind watermarks.D

The checkerboard at the bottom 
of this watercolor, as well as the pair of 
draped objects, which dangle from nails 

hammered into an undeBned surface 
recall imagery from other works made 
around this time. In 9AA: Clemente 
produced a series of seven watercol-
ors with the checkerboard motif—all 
self-portraits with titles referencing 
different planets in the solar system. 
In every painting from that series, 
Clemente’s face appears behind a grid 
Blled with randomized numbers. The 
curator Norman Rosenthal has likened 
the checkerboard in Clemente’s work 
to a structure that connects Eastern and 
Western numerological concepts, from 
ancient Chinese I Ching to Friedrich 
Nietzsche’s notion of mathematics as 
something that can visualize the human 
relationship to all things.4 The hanging 
nail, a recurring motif in Clemente’s 
Brazilian works, likely refers to the voo-
doo practice of hammering metal spikes 
into a wooden block.: The year prior, in 
the watercolor Actors of the Terreiro II, 
produced in Rio de Janeiro, Clemente 
made a pile of nails the central subject.
The artist has described his tendency to 
make slight variations on a theme as a 
ritual practice in and of itself, one that 
allows him to reCect upon subtle slip-
pages in spiritual meaning over time.?

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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Suzan Frecon 
b. 1;41, Mexico, Pennsylvania

Double Orange Curved, Indigo, 
&
Watercolor, 4E × ?¼ in. (19.1 × 1:.; cm)
Inscribed on verso: For John Ashbery / ./98/A. / 
double orange curved, indigo / Suzan Frecon
9A1;.1:?

Suzan Frecon has sometimes been 
grouped alongside the Hard-Edge 
painters of the 1;?As, but throughout her 
career she has intentionally set herself 
apart from other geometric abstrac-
tionists in her painterly approach.1 
Moved by her encounter with Matthias 
Grünewald’s sixteenth-century Isenheim 
Altarpiece while studying abroad in 
France during her junior year at Penn 
State University in the early 1;?As, she 
soon after enrolled at L’École des Beaux-
Arts in Paris (1;?D–1;??).9 In the 1;8As 
Frecon renewed her focus on combining 
spiritual and mathematical principles in 
her art. First, in 1;89, she saw a Cimabue 
painting—his thirteenth-century cru-
ciBx from the Church of Santa Croce, 
Florence—on loan at the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York. Later, at the 
1;8; exhibition of Hilma af Klint’s work 
at P.S. 1 in Queens, she was inspired by 
how af Klint, versed in Theosophy, used 
numerical values and asymmetry to bring 
scientiBc concepts into conversation with 
the divine. Frecon then began to imple-
ment mathematical rules such as the 
golden section in her own compositions, 
and to allow her works to take form via 
the painting process itself.D 

A gift for John Ashbery on his eight-
ieth birthday, Double Orange Curved, 
Indigo is part of a series of watercolors 
that Frecon made between the mid-1;;As 

and early 9AAAs. Seeing herself as more 
of an oil painter, she only began working 
in watercolor following an illness in 
the late 1;8As. The smaller format 
proved to be more manageable during 
her recovery.4 Frecon usually makes 
watercolors as studies for her larger-scale 
oils, but that is not the case with this 
work, which is one in an unnumbered 
series that the artist traces back to her oil-
on-linen painting Double Red Curved 
(9AAD), now at the Kunstmuseum Bern 
in Switzerland.:

Frecon often designs her forms to 
be commensurate to the measurements 
of the support, a practice that she has 
compared to the modular planning of 
the Chartres Cathedral and its construc-
tion of harmonious proportional rela-
tionships. She begins by Brst selecting 
pigments, then attempts to determine a 
composition that undermines the natural 
symmetry of the canvas, panel, or paper.? 
For her watercolors she often uses found 
paper with irregularities, such as holes or 
tears, to yield unique and unpredictable 
results that deny symmetry..

The color and arched lines in 
Double Orange Curved, Indigo are 
features that date back to Frecon’s 1;;? 
series Point of No Return. In that series 
Frecon began experimenting with the 
luminous quality of the pigment by 
allowing the paint to pool in certain 
areas, which produced a contrast with 
the matte portions of the painting; the 
indigo creates the illusion of blackness 
in the nonreCective zones. For Frecon, 
the arc, formed by one of the most sim-
pliBed, natural movements of the brush 
in her hand, establishes a unit of mea-
surement for the rest of the painting.8

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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R. B. Kitaj
Chagrin Falls, Ohio, 1;D9–9AA. Los Angeles

Untitled (Portrait of John Ashbery), 
&
Charcoal and pastel, 9:F × 18F in.  
(?4.8 × 4. cm)
9A1;.1?9

R. B. Kitaj, born Ronald Brooks-Benway 
in northeastern Ohio, established his 
career in the United Kingdom. He Brst 
moved there to study at Oxford’s Ruskin 
School in 1;:8 and then attended the 
Royal College of Art in London from 
1;:; to 1;?1. While in Britain he started 
to go by his Brst two initials and his step-
father’s surname, and initiated the rigor-
ous practice of life drawing for which he 
became known.1 Kitaj was an important 
Bgure in the School of London (a term 
of his own invention), which comprised 
a loosely afBliated group of artists that 
also included Francis Bacon, Lucian 
Freud, and David Hockney.9 

In the 1;?As Kitaj cultivated a 
repertoire of decontextualized, crudely 
drawn Bgures with exaggerated Caws 
or hybridized bodies, which he often 
depicted in overtly sexual scenarios 
calculated to offend his puritan critics. 
He claimed to have been inspired by 
his desire to reconcile his expatriate 
American and Jewish identities, a sub-
ject that preoccupied him as he followed 
the 1;?1 Eichmann trial in Jerusalem.D 
John Ashbery was attracted to outsiders 
who did not follow popular trends, 
and Kitaj was one of his favorite artists. 
David Bergman, in his introduction to 
Ashbery’s collected art criticism, listed 
Kitaj among “professional exiles like 

me” that Ashbery may have had in mind 
when writing “The Skaters” (Rivers and 
Mountains, 1;??).4

In 1;.8 Kitaj returned to the 
United States for an artist residency at 
Dartmouth College, where he once 
again became acutely aware of his 
Jewish identity.: Following his brief 
stint in New Hampshire, he spent the 
summer drawing in pastel at his house 
in Sant Feliu de Guíxols, Spain, and 
then returned to the United States to 
live in Greenwich Village. During this 
yearlong stay in New York, from 1;.8 to 
1;.;, the artist drew several likenesses of 
Ashbery, including this example.? Not 
long after completing these portraits, 
Kitaj made a series of prints based on the 
drawings. These included a soft-ground 
etching with a nearly identical pose and 
composition that the artist produced in 
an edition of twenty-Bve, of which the 
British Museum owns an impression.. 

In the same year that Kitaj made  
this portrait, Ashbery wrote in New York 
magazine about his admiration for the 
artist’s purposeful draftsmanship, noting 
the “delicate whiplash of outline, the 
melancholy smudges of shadow. An 
image has been deftly but Brmly coaxed 
into being, and it will stay around to 
haunt you.”8 Ashbery further noted 
that, while portraiture had not always 
been the genre for which Kitaj was 
best known, in the late 1;.As he took a 
newfound interest in “celebrating, in 
[his] own special and oblique way, the 
human Bgure.”;

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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Rodrigo Moynihan 
Santa Cruz de Tenerife, Canary Islands, 
1;1A–1;;A London

JA at St. E., 
Colored inks and marker on paper removed 
from a sketchbook, 9? × 913/8 in. (?? × :4.D cm)
Inscribed at lower right: JA at St E / for John 
with affection and admiration Rodrigo / 1;?9
9A1;.1?D

Rodrigo Moynihan was a British artist 
born in the Canary Islands to an Irish 
father and a Spanish mother. After 
studying at London’s Slade School of 
Fine Art (1;98–1;D1), where he met 
painters Geoffrey Tibble and William 
Coldstream, in the mid-1;DAs Moynihan 
and his friends founded a movement 
they called Objective Abstraction, which 
embraced a materials-based approach 
that focused on the “objective” quali-
ties of pigment.1 By 1;D., however, the 
London-based group, in their similarly 
short-lived iteration as the Euston Road 
School, began favoring realist Bguration. 
Moynihan’s portrait of John Ashbery, 
made decades later, in 1;?9, combines 
traits from these two stylistic periods, as 
do many of his later works. It captures 
the sitter’s likeness with relative preci-
sion while also reCexively referencing 
the medium of watercolor.

John Ashbery Brst met Moynihan in 
Paris during January of 1;?1, when the 
artist Jean Hélion, a mutual friend, sug-
gested that Ashbery go look at the paint-
ings in Moynihan’s studio. At that time 
Moynihan and his wife, fellow painter 
Anne Dunn, were based near the Porte 
Brancion.9 Ashbery was impressed with 
Moynihan’s restrained mode of appli-
cation, later describing it as moody and 

lighter in touch than the styles of Jackson 
Pollock or Willem de Kooning in the way 
that he opted for scumbles rather than 
loaded drips.D Nevertheless, the poet also 
identiBed the early 1;?As as a dark time 
in Moynihan’s career, wherein the artist 
returned to the abstraction of his earlier 
years and opted for a “somber palette 
and awkward, mutilated-looking shapes” 
reminiscent of Goya.4 

This portrait was made the year after 
Ashbery and Moynihan met. In the title, 
St. E refers to St. Estève, the town in the 
south of France where Moynihan and 
Dunn set up a home and studio in the 
autumn of 1;?A.: It was there that Ashbery 
and the couple established a close, mean-
ingful friendship that endured the rest of 
their lives and resulted in collaborations 
such as Art and Literature, a magazine 
that the three coedited, along with Sonia 
Orwell, from 1;?4 to 1;?..? The time 
spent in Estève inspired some of Ashbery’s 
favorite poems and led Moynihan to 
return some of his formalist experiments 
of the 1;DAs. The latter tendency can be 
seen in the brushstrokes in this por-
trait. Pulling a page from a sketchbook, 
Moynihan began with a rough outline 
of the Bgure in marker, applying his 
contours with careful—and sometimes 
hesitant—marks. Next, with a wavering 
line and a rash of dots, he sketched out 
Ashbery’s jawline, eyebrow, and aquiline 
nose and added a dark blue contour in 
ink to establish the hairline. He then 
interrupted the initial deliberation of 
this sketch with a water-loaded brush, 
saturating the eyes, cheeks and hair, 
even scratching into his rendering of the 
author’s right eye in the process. 

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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Philip Pearlstein 
Pittsburgh 1;94–9A99 New York

Untitled (Portrait of John Ashbery), 
ca. &
Graphite, 1; × 94 in. (48.D × ?1 cm)
9A1;.1?4

Philip Pearlstein became known in the 
1;?As for his almost clinical, unideal-
ized paintings of nudes. Rejecting the 
abstract tendencies that dominated the 
avant-garde of the time—especially 
Abstract Expressionism—Pearlstein 
embraced a style that depicted the 
world with cold precision. He always 
worked from observation and avoided 
storytelling, stating in 1;.1, “I don’t 
even want my images of people, 
clothed or unclothed, to have meaning 
other than to be representations of 
models in my studio.”1 

He adopted the same direct 
approach in his portraits, of which he 
made more than 9.A from the beginning 
of his career in 1;4D until he stopped 
working in 9A1;. He used a wide array of 
media, from oil to watercolor to pencil, 
and his subjects ranged from emerging 
artists to famous public personalities, 
such as former Secretary of State Henry 
Kissinger, as well as art world luminaries 
like Photorealist Chuck Close and art 
historian Linda Nochlin. Often depict-
ing either friends or acquaintances, 
Pearlstein had a habit of gifting the 
portraits directly to the sitter, as he did 
with this drawing of John Ashbery. It was 
made in Pearlstein’s studio, on the top 
Coor of a brownstone building on West 
88th Street in New York, when Ashbery 
was in his forties.9 Typical of Pearlstein’s 

work in the genre, the drawing captures 
Ashbery with an unposed, disengaged 
expression. His eyes appear open wide 
yet also aloof, as if he is in a solitary 
state of deep thought, almost unaware 
that the artist was drawing his likeness. 
Pearlstein rendered the face carefully 
using hatching and crosshatching, 
paying particular attention to the light 
falling on the hair, the face, and the 
open collar of the shirt.

Described by the artist as “casual 
friends,”D Ashbery and Pearlstein Brst got 
to know one another when the former 
was an executive editor at ARTnews, 
a position that the poet held from 
December 1;?: until 1;.9, around the 
same year that this drawing was made. 
The friends continued to cross paths 
once they both entered academia. In 
1;.4, not long after leaving ARTnews, 
Ashbery began teaching in the poetry 
MFA program at Brooklyn College, the 
same university where Pearlstein worked 
as a professor of Bne art from 1;?D until 
his retirement in 1;88. 

One point of interest shared by 
the two men was their dedication to 
Bnding new forms of art based on the 
observation of reality. While Pearlstein 
had become known for his unrelenting, 
almost veristic treatment of his sub-
jects, Ashbery introduced into his own 
poetry something that he described as 
a “counterfeit reality”—an aesthetic that 
sought to go beyond the real to uncover 
revelations about the world.4

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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Larry Rivers 
The Bronx 1;9D–9AA9 Southampton, New York 

Untitled (Portrait of John Ashbery), 
ca.  (p. ..)

Graphite, 11F × ; in. (9;.9 × 99.; cm)
9A1;.1??

Untitled (Portrait of John Ashbery), 
 (p. .;)

Graphite on paper removed from a sketch-
book, 14F × 1?F in. (D?.8 × 41.; cm)
Purchased on the Manley Family Fund; 9A99.8

David and John, && (p. 81)

Graphite and colored pencil with blue ball-
point pen on joined papers, 9.E × 94 in.  
(.A.: × ?1 cm)
9A1;.1?. 

Born Yitzroch Loiza Grossberg, the artist 
better known as Larry Rivers changed 
his name in 1;4A for his Brst career as a 
jazz saxophonist. He ultimately brought 
his musical sensibilities into his painting 
practice, which he began in earnest after 
studying for one year (from 1;4. to 1;48) 
at the Hans Hofmann School in New 
York. Only in retrospect, Rivers has been 
credited with introducing a painting 
style in the 1;:As that helped bridge the 
transition from Abstract Expressionism 
to Pop art. According to John Ashbery, 
Rivers was misunderstood during his 
time as an unsuccessful practitioner of 
the latter style, when in reality making 
Pop art was never the artist’s intention.1

In the untitled portrait of Ashbery 
from circa 1;:A, Rivers was in a phase 
of attacking history, best exempliBed in 
his work in oil, graphite, and charcoal 
titled Washington Crossing the Delaware 
(1;:D), now at the Museum of Modern 

Art in New York. In the early 1;:As 
Rivers had an obsessive focus on drafts-
manship, often erasing or smudging his 
pencil or charcoal drawings and leaving 
traces of this subtractive process on the 
surface. His use of erasure, inCuenced 
by jazz improvisation, is often compared 
to the Abstract Expressionism of Willem 
de Kooning, who was at this time was 
just embarking on a series of paintings 
and drawings titled Woman (1;:A–:D). 

Rivers had Brst met Ashbery in 1;4;, 
along with other writers from the his cir-
cle, including Kenneth Koch and Frank 
O’Hara. In the 1;:As the artist’s work 
soon began to exhibit the formal inCu-
ence of their poetry. Ashbery saw this 
period as one of intense evolution for 
Rivers, characterized by stylistic experi-
ments that borrowed from Bonnard  
and Soutine.9 In a later account, from 
1;;D, Ashbery described how his friend 
had always “been out sync” with the  
art world—and intentionally so. “Same 
as in his life, he’s always been a pain  
in the ass, a mauvais coucheur (bad 
bedfellow) in any senses of the word, 
a trial and a sorrow to his friends as he 
tries to hurt them for their own good, to 
prove how much he loves them.” The 
irascible Rivers was constantly generat-
ing ideas—sometimes useless and other 
times brilliant—for himself and those 
around him. Ashbery concluded, “If he 
didn’t exist, we’d have to invent him, 
which would be no fun. But Larry is,  
he is fun.”D

Rivers continued to use a subtractive 
drawing method in his 1;?9 portrait 
of Ashbery, which he cropped around 
the subject’s head and left shoulder, 
including just a hint of a partially erased 
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tie and collar. That same year, Ashbery 
reviewed his friend’s show at Galerie 
Rive Droite in Paris, describing Rivers 
as a “baroque artist.” The poet char-
acterized the erasure of details within 
the artist’s compositions as producing 
windows through which to view the 
essential subject more precisely.4 

Torn from a spiral paper pad, the 
1;?9 drawing, in its format and sketch-
like technique, bears a strong resem-
blance to another portrait that the artist 
made in pencil, as well as crayon and 
cellophane tape, in 1;?D: De Kooning 
with My Texas Hat (now at the Hirshhorn 
Museum and Sculpture Garden, 
Washington, DC). Rivers’s work in the 
1;?As was often described as existing 
somewhere halfway between the gesture 
of de Kooning and the unexpected 
meanings found in in the work of Jasper 
Johns and Robert Rauschenberg.: 

Rivers sometimes mimicked the 
appearance of the mechanical means  
of reproduction by using stenciled 
letters that resemble movable type. He 
accomplished this effect in graphite  
for the drawing David and John from 
1;.., a double portrait that immortal-
izes Ashbery and his long-time partner  
(and later husband), David K. Kermani. 
Rivers based this composition on a 
series of polaroids that he took of the 
couple at his home in Southampton, 
some of which capture Ashbery at  
his typewriter. He made several oil 
paintings and drawings from that 
session, often pairing the portraits  
with Ashbery’s poems. The series was 
subsequently shown at the Robert 
Miller Gallery in 1;.., the year of its 
opening, and Rivers later gave a similar 

colored-pencil-and-graphite drawing  
to the Metropolitan Museum of Art: 
Poem and Portrait of John Ashbery 
(Oleum Misericordiae), also from 1;... 
Ashbery’s good friend Alex Katz also 
painted the couple twice that very 
same year (both works, one on linen 
and the other on aluminum, are in 
private collections). 

In Rivers’s double portrait, the 
couple appears as if seated in the poet’s 
workspace. John sits with a typewriter at 
arm’s length. Overlaying the two men 
is an excerpt from Ashbery’s poem “No 
Way of Knowing,” from Self-Portrait in 
a Convex Mirror, published with Viking 
Press in 1;.:. Generally considered 
to be Ashbery’s breakthrough book, 
Self-Portrait marked a new presentation 
of himself to the world as an openly 
gay man in the post-Stonewall era, and 
it even bears a dedication to David. 
Rivers’s image celebrates the couple’s 
relationship while also visualizing the 
Brst stanza of “No Way of Knowing.” 
Beneath the opening phrase, “And 
then? Colors and names of colors,” 
a prismatic fan of orthogonal lines 
expands into colored Belds, each Blled 
in with primary and secondary hues.

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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Anne Ryan 
Hoboken 188;–1;:4 Morristown, New Jersey

Untitled, (
Collage of cut fabrics and papers, 43/8 × DE in. 
(11.1 × ;.: cm)
9A1;.1?8

Anne Ryan did not begin her artistic 
career until she was in her Bfties. The 
daughter of a well-to-do Irish Catholic 
banker, Ryan abandoned her studies 
at twenty-one years old to marry the 
law student William McFadden, with 
whom she had three children. The 
family resided in the afCuent Clinton 
Hill neighborhood of Newark, but after 
thirteen years Ryan legally separated 
from her husband. She went on to 
embrace a bohemian lifestyle, sharing 
poetry at a Washington Square bookshop 
in the 1;9As and ultimately settling in 
Greenwich Village in the 1;DAs, where 
she befriended Hans Hofmann, Barnett 
Newman, and Tony Smith.1 In 1;41 
Ryan formally began her artistic training 
under Stanley William Hayter, who 
had recently moved his Atelier XVII 
printmaking workshop from Paris to 
New York.9

In 1;48, at nearly sixty, Ryan 
transitioned away from printmaking 
to textile collages after viewing a Kurt 
Schwitters exhibition at the Rose Fried 
Gallery in New York. Ryan’s time in 
Hayter’s workshop gave her an intimate 
sense of the subtle distinctions in the 
material qualities of various papers, as 
well as an understanding of how each 
support reacted to different substances. 
When Ryan began producing collages, 
she worked primarily with fabric scraps 
and brought a similar materials-based 

approach as she did to her prints, taking 
into consideration the density, texture, 
and sheen of each component. As 
seen in this untitled collage from John 
Ashbery’s collection, she often incorpo-
rated rag papers by Douglass Howell, 
who specialized in making custom 
papers for artists by hand.D

Critics struggled to Bt Ryan into the 
postwar framework, sometimes likening 
her tolerance for a frayed edge to the 
Abstract Expressionists’ gestural drips.4 
By contrast, Ashbery viewed Ryan’s 
process as anticipatory of midcentury 
matièrisme, noting the thought and care 
that she gave to her poetic treatment 
of discarded substances.: Indeed, like 
the “matterist” Alberto Burri, Ryan was 
deeply impacted by the material ravages 
of World War II, the effects of which she 
referenced in her diary.? Ashbery also 
described her collages as “domestic” 
versions of Schwitters’s Merz in the way 
that she repurposed cloth to evoke the 
patterns of aprons or dishtowels.. Ryan, 
however, had misgivings about the  
gendered readings often attributed to  
her work.8

Ryan’s appeal to Ashbery was also 
very personal. Having championed her 
work throughout his career, the poet 
often noted how Ryan’s collages reso-
nated with his longtime interest in the 
creative potential of scraps, such as the 
discarded items that he boxed away in 
his attic. The cut-and-paste “language” 
of the technique informed his approach 
to the written word, but also to the visual 
arts, culminating in a 9AA8 solo collage 
exhibition at the Tibor de Nagy Gallery.

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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Niki de Saint Phalle
Neuilly-sur-Seine, France, 1;DA–9AA9 La Jolla, 
California

Jean Tinguely
Fribourg, Switzerland 1;9:–1;;1 Bern, 
Switzerland

Untitled (Illustrated Letter to  
John Ashbery), ca. ( (p. 8:)

Ink stamps, ballpoint pens, markers, crayons, 
graphite, and decal, 117/8 × 1:5/8 in.  
(DA.9 × D;.. cm)
9A1;.1.1

Untitled (Illustrated Letter to John 
Ashbery),  (p. 8.)

Colored porous point and ballpoint pens, 
crayon, and graphite with collage of cut printed 
paper, paper, pink yarn, and tape, ;F × 19¼ in. 
(94.1 × D1.1 cm)
9A1;.1.A

Niki de Saint Phalle
My Love, My Love, ) (p. 8;)

Color screenprint, 1:D/8 × 9A¼ in. (D;.1 × :1.4 cm)
Inscribed at lower right: For my love John (e.a) 
/ Niki de Saint Phalle July 94, 1;?8
9A1;.1?;

Niki de Saint Phalle and Jean Tinguely 
were longtime lovers and frequent artis-
tic collaborators who in 1;.1 became 
wife and husband. “Niki” was born 
Catherine Marie-Agnès Fal de Saint 
Phalle in Neuilly-sur-Seine, France, 
and was primarily raised in New York 
City and the Connecticut suburbs. 
Jean Tinguely, born in Fribourg, 
Switzerland, spent most of his young 
life in Basel. In Paris in the 1;?As, they 
became prominent Bgures in Nouveau 
Réalisme, an irreverent movement 

often described as the French answer  
to Pop art. 

Saint Phalle and Tinguely had 
Brst met in Paris in 1;::, when she was 
married to the American writer Harry 
Mathews, and Tinguely was married to 
the Swiss artist Eva Aeppli. Although 
Saint Phalle and Tinguely broke up and 
reunited many times—both before and 
throughout their marriage—they main-
tained a mutually intense admiration for 
one another’s work, and each helped the 
other further her or his career. Tinguely, 
for instance, Brst brought Saint Phalle 
into contact with the French critic 
Pierre Restany in Paris, who invited her 
to join the Nouveaux Réalistes. For her 
part, Saint Phalle helped Tinguely forge 
important relationships with American 
artists, such as Larry Rivers in New York. 
John Ashbery took notice of Saint Phalle 
in 1;?1, when he was working as an art 
critic in Paris and she was exhibiting 
her series of Tirs (shooting paintings). 
Writing a review in early July, Ashbery 
declared that the city’s “art season is 
ending not with a whimper but with a 
series of repeated bangs.”1

The earlier illustrated letter to 
Ashbery was likely made sometime 
in late 1;?D or shortly thereafter, as 
indicated by a customized rubber stamp 
that says “Auberge du Cheval Blanc, 
Soisy-sur-École,” a residence in the 
Essonne region. Saint Phalle purchased 
the former inn building with Tinguely 
and moved there in the winter of 1;?D 
to 1;?4, converting it into a home 
and studio.9 A handwritten note also 
mentions the bar at the Maison de la 
Radio in Paris (completed in 1;?D), 
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suggesting a plan for a rendezvous with 
Ashbery on an unspeciBed Friday. This 
letter appears to be a collaboration by 
Saint Phalle and Tinguely, as well as a 
young child—most likely Saint Phalle’s 
son Philip Matthews, from her Brst 
marriage. Philip was in primary school 
in the early 1;?As and sometimes helped 
his mother with her work—in the 1;?1 
review of Saint Phalle’s shooting paint-
ings, for instance, Ashbery noted how 
Philip (and his sister, Laura) “help[ed] 
Bll the bags with paint and grudgingly 
contribut[ed] an occasional toy or piece 
of clothing for the picture.” 

Saint Phalle and Tinguely both 
signed their names with dedications 
to Ashbery: “pour mon grand amour,” 
she added, while he wrote, “amitiés & 
GRRRR.” Philip likely contributed the 
stick-Bgure drawings, decals, impressions 
from animal-shaped rubber stamps, and 
misspelled nonsense phrases written in 
marker, such as “maman pipi trouve  
plu [sic] le po” (Mama pee-pee can’t 
Bnd the potty).

In both letters, Tinguely made pen 
drawings of his machine sculptures 
that featured multiple wheels tied 
together with running belts. He had 
recently exhibited one such work, The 
Bamboo’s Swan Song, in March of 
1;?D and was at that time meticulously 
sorting out mechanical problems, 
seeking ways for the kinetic sculptures 
to operate on what Heidi Violand-Hobi 
later described as a “spiritual-poetic 
level.” In 1;?D and 1;?4 Tinguely was 
planning his Brst major public work, 
Eureka.D Now permanently installed 
on the shore of Lake Zurich, this giant 

machine was notable for its lack of an 
identiBable function.4

A more deBnitive date can be given 
for the later missive, as it is inscribed 
with a New Year’s wish, “bonne année 
’??.” Tinguely and Saint Phalle cowrote 
and signed this letter, which describes 
a recent tour that they had taken in 
Rome and Florence. The couple had 
also intended to travel to Sicily, but the 
wintery conditions, including snow, fog 
and ice, recounted in the letter, pre-
vented them from doing so. Aside from 
the collaged elements (such as a postage 
stamp and yarn afBxed with cellophane 
tape), the two artists also drafted designs 
for the respective series that each was 
developing at the time. Tinguely once 
again drew a machine sculpture that 
closely resembles Chariot M. K. IV, 
completed in 1;??. The adjacent arrows 
suggest the back-and-forth movement 
of the mechanical sculpture, which is 
attached to an arch-like form that makes 
up one side of the base. 

For her contribution to the letter, 
Saint Phalle drew an early example of 
one of her Nanas, a female Bgure with 
a large belly, made in vivid colors and 
a patchwork pattern that she began 
to show in exhibitions beginning in 
1;?:. Based on a drawing of Larry 
Rivers’s pregnant wife Clarice, which 
Saint Phalle completed the year prior 
while visiting the couple’s home in 
Southampton, Long Island, the artist 
conceived of the Nana as a fecund god-
dess covered in a kaleidoscopic arrange-
ment of Cora and fauna.:

Saint Phalle included a similar  
pair of Nanas in her 1;?8 screenprint 
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My Love, My Love. Now seen as a 
feminist act, Saint Phalle’s appropriated 
the French word nana, meaning “girl” 
or “chick,” to describe these Bgures, and 
she further subverted traditional gender 
dynamics by allowing these sometimes- 
monumental bodies to take up an 
inordinate amount of space in a “man’s 
world.”? At the same time, the two 
Nanas depicted in this print express 
themselves through speech bubbles that 
reveal a self-conscious awareness of the 
male gaze, possibly inspired by Saint 
Phalle and Tinguely’s tumultuous 
relationship. Pleading with an unseen 
male love interest for afBrmation about 
their appearance, the women pose 
questions such as, “Do you like my new 
dress?” and “Will you still love me when 
I look like this?”

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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Trevor Winkfield
b. 1;44, Leeds, United Kingdom 

Study for “The Net,” 
Collage of cut colored and printed papers 
(stencil prints) with graphite, DD × 98 in.  
(8D.8 × .1.1 cm)
Inscribed on the verso: STUDY FOR “THE 
NET” / Trevor WinkBeld / December 1;;4 / 
For John on his birthday, 1;;. / from Trevor / 
with best wishes 
9A1;.1.9

Trevor WinkBeld is a British-born artist, 
writer, editor, and translator, whose 
artworks are often inspired by his literary 
friends. That is the case with the collage 
Study for “The Net,” which, as the title 
suggests, is an attempt to visualize the 
ability of John Ashbery’s poetry to “cap-
ture everything.”1 WinkBeld Brst encoun-
tered Ashbery’s Oath of the Tennis Court 
(1;?9) on a trip to London’s Better Books 
in 1;?:. That spring he heard Ashbery 
give a public reading of “The Skaters” 
(Mountains and Rivers, 1;??) at the 
American Embassy in Grosvenor Square, 
prompting him to write to the poet and 
ask for reading recommendations.9 The 
two men ofBcially met in 1;?;, when 
WinkBeld moved to New York. Their 
early projects together included the 1;.. 
publication of WinkBeld’s translation of 
Raymond Roussel’s How I Wrote Certain 
of My Books, to which Ashbery contrib-
uted a pair of essays.D 

Ashbery and WinkBeld maintained 
a productive friendship of mutual inCu-
ence that sometimes led the former to 
produce collages and the latter to create 
poetry, both of which were exhibited 
and published by the Tibor de Nagy 
Gallery. WinkBeld, for instance, dared 
Ashbery to write a free-verse poem of one 

hundred pages, which resulted in Flow 
Chart. Published in 1;;1, the Brst edition 
featured a cover design by WinkBeld. 
Ashbery, meanwhile, applied the 
ekphrastic narrative logic for which he 
was known to his reading of WinkBeld’s 
work. When describing the artist’s oeu-
vre in the 1;;As, Ashbery observed how 
WinkBeld rendered intangible ideas 
into something concretely describable. 
The poet attempted to put into words his 
artwork’s formal closeness to the abstract 
conditions of music, likening objects 
painted in colors to “brand new but 
antique toys that have been randomly 
stacked together,” tones that “ought to 
‘scream at’ each other, but which are 
instead intoning something ineffable.”4 

This collage is a study for a painting 
in acrylic on linen, now in a private  
collection in New York City. For this 
study WinkBeld cut printed paper of a 
heavy stock into the shapes of books, tri-
angles, and interlacing cords and pasted 
them onto the beige paper support. 
Evidence of his process can be seen in 
the traces of glue that he left behind on 
the blue border to the left. The Bnished 
acrylic version has a nearly identical 
composition to the study, although in 
the painting WinkBeld added a white 
highlight to the green overlapping line, 
curved into a lasso-like form that resem-
bles the number four. There are also 
minor differences in the pink tones. 
WinkBeld gave the study to the poet 
in 1;;. as an eightieth-birthday gift. 
Around that same the time the artist 
was making illustrations for Ashbery’s 
1;:4 poem “Novel,” published as a 
limited-edition book in 1;;8.  

—Stephanie Lebas Huber
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